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Letter from the Editor

Dear Reader,
The Religious Studies Club has compiled a good number of works by
students, former students, faculty, and guests for your reading pleasure. In
this issue, one will be able to find reflections on the relationship of parents
and children, a view of the world through the eyes of believers, and an essay
on the life and work of Saint John Fisher on the occasion of the 60th
anniversary of the foundation of St. John Fisher College. You may also be
pleased to notice the inclusion of two student research papers in addition to
poems by both students and staff in the poetry section. Last but not least,
check out the Alumni Corner where you will find an essay by a 2002 Fisher
graduate, an update on the current whereabouts of a 2008 Fisher graduate
and a brief suggestive essay on “The Gospel of Mary” by a 2009 graduate
hopeful. We hope you will enjoy our publication. I personally hope that you
will enjoy it so much that you will be motivated to submit one of your
writings for next semester's issue.
Yours,
Peter Santandreu,
REST Club President
Editor of Verbum
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St John Fisher College 60th Anniversary

Saint John Fisher; Saint John Fisher College:
What’s the Connection?
(First Friday Lecture, October 3, 2008)
Rev. William Graf
In the year of our Lord 1535, at 5:00 on Tuesday morning, June 22 nd, the
Lieutenant of the Tower of London awoke the sleeping John Fisher to deliver a message
from King Henry VIII: the Bishop of Rochester was to be put to death that day before
noon. Because the recently created Cardinal did not recognize Henry’s claim to be
supreme head of the Church in England nor the validity of his marriage to Anne Boleyn,
John Fisher was judged a traitor. In late May 1535, when the King was informed that
Pope Paul III had created John Fisher a Cardinal, he wise-cracked that he would send
Fisher’s head to Rome to receive the red hat. The imprisoned Bishop had been suffering a
long physical illness, not at all helped by long hours of interrogation and a lengthy mock
trial, when the news of his execution arrived. He turned over to catch some additional
sleep asking the messenger to, “Awake me in an hour or two because I did not sleep well
last night not for fear of death, but because I have been sick and am weak.” When the
lieutenant arrived back at 9:00, the ailing Bishop was putting on his clothes. He asked the
lieutenant to hand him his fur neck scarf to keep him warm for his ride to the place of
execution. He did not want to become any sicker.
As he waited at the bottom of the place of execution, John Fisher, out of
weakness, leaned against the wall looking for some sign that he was doing God’s will. He
took out a copy of the Latin New Testament and randomly opened it to the lines in John’s
Gospel which are translated: This, however, is eternal life that they know you alone to be
the true God and that you sent Jesus Christ. I have made you known more clearly on
earth; I have finished the work you gave me to do. Now glorify me, Father, as I come into
your presence, as I have glorified you. These words strengthened him as he slowly
climbed the stairs to the place where he was beheaded. His final words blessed the king
and the country. John Fisher, the Bishop of Rochester, was beheaded. His head was
boiled and put on a lance hanging from a wall of the city of London so all would know
his death; his body was dumped unceremoniously into an unmarked hole near the
execution site. Later it was exhumed and buried in the Church of Saint Peter in Chains
near the body of his friend, Thomas More, who was similarly beheaded for the same
reason two weeks later.
Certainly Cardinal John Fisher, Bishop of the Diocese of Rochester in England,
earned his place in the ranks of the saints of the Roman Catholic Church because of his
strong beliefs and integrity that led to his martyrdom. Similarly Doctor John Fisher,
Chancellor of Cambridge University, can be numbered among the great educators in the
history of England. His Christian humanist vision of a university education was rooted in
a rich Catholic Heritage: the use of faith and reason in pursuit of Truth. One might even
argue that this same vision played an indirect role in the history of University education

in the United States. Some Cambridge graduates were instrumental in the foundation of
Harvard University, the premier university in this country. John Harvard, a Cambridge
graduate, provided the basis of the new college’s library and a monetary gift from his
will. He died at an early age. In gratitude for the gifts the founders named the college,
Harvard. Additionally, Bishop John Fisher was the pastor of an impoverished small
diocese where he ministered to all, especially, to those whose lives were steeped in
poverty and neglect. Unlike many other bishops at the time, John Fisher did not seek
promotion to a richer and more prestigious diocese.
Better to understand this 16th century martyr and the educator, we return to his
childhood in Beverly, a small town in northeast England. His family was financially
secure so he had access to a good education in preparation for his undergraduate degree
at Cambridge. The study of Latin, in preparation for college life where Latin was the
language of instruction, also allowed him to explore the writings of many poets,
philosophers, and ancient historians in their original language. He joined the student body
at Cambridge in 1483 at the age of 14 to earn, in rapid succession his Bachelor and
Master of Arts degrees that demonstrated his mastery of philosophy, grammar, literature,
geometry, music and astronomy. As a resident of Michael House, and later as one of its
masters, he found a home to read and study in preparation for his doctoral degree in
theology which he earned in 1501. Before earning this degree that crowned his academic
studies, John Fisher was ordained a priest at the early age of 22. To be ordained at such a
young age (the ordinary age for ordination to priesthood was 24 years of age), he
received the necessary dispensation. His life as an ordained priest and, later as bishop,
reflected a deep commitment to the well-being of the varied communities he served for
the next 41 years.
As a young priest John Fisher met Lady Margaret Beaumont, the mother of King
Henry VII. This pious and well-educated woman was attracted by Fisher’s holiness of life
and the gentle wisdom for such a young person. Then she chose him to be her personal
confessor and spiritual director. Fisher’s commitment to make Cambridge University
academically stronger (it had fallen into hard times academically and Oxford far
outshined it) prompted Lady Margaret to help him to build and endow Saint John’s
College as well as refurbish Christ’s College including Michael House. Fisher wanted to
provide England with the best of theology and a better educated laity. At the time it was
mainly through preaching that the laity was educated in matters of faith and morals.
Fisher’s purpose was to provide an educated clergy who would preach more effectively
and model that which they preached. These new licensed preachers would have an
endowment so they would not be dependent on devious financial schemes to provide
their sustenance. Fisher was well aware of the ignorance and immorality of some of the
preachers on the Continent who were sparking a theological revolution that demanded a
reply not just by learned articles, books, and debates, but also by a proper mode of life
required of those who were church leaders and teachers. The wise young priest knew that
a clergy’s lack of good education, its immorality of lifestyle, and a misuse of preaching to
finance civil and ecclesiastical projects would damage the life of the church if not
reformed. He chose education as a way to reform.

To assure that the undergraduate and graduate students would be able to read and
research the texts effectively, Fisher employed Desiderius Erasmus, the famous Dutch
humanist, as a professor of Greek and Hebrew. At the age of 48 the Chancellor-Bishop
asked Erasmus to tutor him as well as the students in Greek. He was not a person who
would make demands on others and not on himself. Inspired by his own progress in
Greek, Fisher would later successfully pursue learning Hebrew. During his lifetime John
Fisher also collected and studied many of the original texts. The collection of books
developed into one of the largest and finest private libraries in England. In his final will
and testament the learned bishop left the collection to Cambridge library. Unfortunately
many of these rare books were lost or stolen when his property was seized after his
execution.
During this entire period, as Chancellor at Cambridge and Bishop of Rochester,
John Fisher would continuously read, study and reflect upon the contents of the books he
had so carefully collected. He would write books of polemical theology, as well as
devotional tracts, which would influence the religious debates even on the Continent.
Many in Europe judged him as one of the greatest theologians of the time. As the
Shepherd of souls in his own diocese, his lifestyle was most simple. He would provide a
decent meal and warm hospitality for the many people who would stop at his drafty
house on the way to or from London. Even if the visitors were at odds with their host
theologically, they would find an open mind and a gentle heart. His attitude was: I might
learn something new and change my mind. Even his method of dealing with those who
had lapsed into heresy or dissolute lifestyle was firm, but gentle. This tireless shepherd’s
ministry to the poor and hungry was exceptional. The food at his table was simple so that
more food could be given to those who had less. He would send blankets from his own
bed to families who suffered from the cold. Parishioners who were sick and dying would
know that their Bishop would visit them and sit with them long into the night to comfort
and support them with his presence and prayers. Erasmus would define him as “the one
man at this time who is incomparable for uprightness of life, for learning, and for
greatness of soul” (Davies, 14).
When I finished the first drafts of this talk, I came upon a brief biography of John
Fisher written by Fr. John Cavanaugh. What struck me was that both of us began our text
with John Fisher’s death. I thought it curious. Then I began to reflect: one’s willingness
to die for one’s beliefs depends on the building blocks of those beliefs. John Fisher spent
his life preparing for his death.
Part 2: Saint John Fisher College

Bishop Bernard McQuaid, the first bishop of the Diocese of Rochester in
America, dreamed of establishing a Catholic college for men in Rochester. It would be
much like Seton Hall University he had established in New Jersey in 1856 when he
became its first president. As bishop, in the last quarter of the 19 th century, McQuaid’s
name was synonymous with Catholic education in the United States. This strongly
determined bishop had already established and promoted Catholic schools for students in

elementary and secondary schools. His visionary efforts when he established Nazareth
High School, helped to lay the ground work for Nazareth College, a college for women.
It opened after his death in 1924. With the overwhelming support of the people of the
diocese, McQuaid built 2 model seminaries. St. Andrew’s Preparatory Seminary was
named after the patron saint of the Diocese of Rochester in England. Shortly, thereafter
in 1893, he blessed the newly constructed Saint Bernard’s, a major theological seminary
and graduate school for students to the diocesan priesthood. His dream for an outstanding
graduate school of theology was not too different from Saint John Fisher. Both wanted
well trained priests to serve the people. In McQuaid’s case it would forge a Catholic and
American identity in the 20th century. He dreamed, but failed to establish a men’s college
in Rochester.
The seed for the men’s college, however, was watered and nurtured later in 1936
when Archbishop (later Cardinal) Mooney invited the Basilian Fathers from Toronto to
staff Aquinas Institute. With specific conditions the contract between the Diocese of
Rochester and the Basilian Fathers gave the priority to the Basilian community to
establish a men’s college in the Rochester area at a later date. Until that time, beginning
with the school year of 1937, they would be the core faculty of Aquinas Institute.
The dream of a men’s college would become a reality about 38 years after
McQuaid’s death. Fr. Hugh Haffey, a Basilian priest and teacher of chemistry on the
faculty of Aquinas Institute, developed the vision of a possible men’s college under the
auspices of the Basilian Fathers. Ten years later, with the avid support of Cardinal
Mooney’s successor, Bishop James Kearney, and a diligent and very competent 2
person diocesan staff: Fr. John Randall and Zelda Lyons, Fr. Haffey became the central
driving force to establish Saint John Fisher College.
Bishop Kearney had been present in Rome in 1935 for the canonization of Saint
John Fisher and Saint Thomas More. The event must have made a deep impression on the
young bishop who, at that time, was Bishop of Salt Lake City. His classical education and
historical awareness probably played a role in his fondness for the two martyrs. Given the
similar names of the two dioceses and the connection that Bishop McQuaid had already
established with Saint Andrew’s Seminary, the naming of the new college flowed rather
naturally. Both Fr. Haffey and Bishop Kearney championed the naming of the college
because of John Fisher’s support of a quality college education and his connection with
the Diocese of Rochester in England. Bishop Kearney would later name Saint John Fisher
as one of the primary patrons of the Diocese of Rochester in America.
Saint John Fisher College was born in February 1948 (and we celebrate its 60 th
birthday during this Alumni Weekend) when the Diocese of Rochester and the Basilian
Fathers conducted a major $1,000,000 Fund Drive. The largest drive the diocese had yet
seen. Three years later the first major building was opened to the first class of an all male
college. In 1958 to celebrate Bishop Kearney’s 50th anniversary as a priest, the building
received its name; Bishop Kearney was also elected the college’s first chancellor.

In special ways we remember aspects of our connections with Cardinal John
Fisher, Bishop of Rochester. The college celebrates the various sports teams as well as
our school newspaper, Cardinal Courier, with the name “cardinal” more the person of
Cardinal John Fisher rather than the birds whose colors are cardinal red. In his hurry to
sign his extensive correspondence, John Fisher would pen: Jo Roff (Joannis Roffensis,
John of Rochester) and, hence, the name of the college’s popular yearbook. At first the
residence of the priests and students for the Basilian community, Michael House, much
as Cambridge’s Michael House was for the young John Fisher, has continued to be a
center of learning, discussion, and the performing arts. Connections with the name and
the life of John Fisher, the Bishop-martyr of the Diocese of Rochester in England are still
alive and well.

Part 3: The College and Fr. John Cavanaugh, CSB
In 1985 Fr. John Cavanaugh, Dr. Tom Cromback and Judy Reynolds provided the
campus of Saint John Fisher College an opportunity to celebrate the 450th anniversary of
the death of Saint John Fisher (it was also the 50th anniversary of the canonization of
John Fisher and Thomas More). Fr. Cavanaugh had been a faculty member from the
college’s early days; Dr. Cromback one of the college’s earliest students and eventually
(and still) a member of its faculty; Judy Reynolds was in charge of publicity. She was a
motivating force to promote the life of Saint John Fisher and his connection with the
college. I am sure, for all three, it was a celebration in gratitude for the blessings they
received and shared as members of the Saint John Fisher College community.
If I know Fr. Cavanaugh, it was especially a celebration of love. He researched the
life and works of the martyred cardinal bishop and published a short biography of the
college’s patron. The stories of John Fisher’s pastoral goodness and warm hospitality
demonstrated so often towards the poor, his colleagues at the University and in the House
of Lords, and even his enemies must have touched the heart of Fr. Cavanaugh. Himself a
scholar, a musician, wonderfully pastoral, and ever hospitable, Fr. Cavanaugh
appreciated the constant search for knowledge and the extensive scholarship of the patron
of the college. To express that goodness and knowledge in a positive and life giving way
required a thoughtful discipline of mind and heart. These special qualities Fr. Cavanaugh
had discovered within the daily life of John Fisher. They also were perfectly mirrored in
the motto of the Basilian community that founded Saint John Fisher College: Teach me
goodness, discipline, knowledge.
The motto, emblazoned on the college’s coat of arms, articulated the spirit of
words found in verses 65-70 from Psalm 119 in the Hebrew Scriptures. They are words
that Jesus probably sang as part of his training as a young Jewish male for a liturgical
service of praise. The psalm sang of a way of life: to ponder and to discover the real
meaning of life. The lengthy hymn additionally offered prescriptions to deal with life’s
challenges. If any student contemplates the way of life that God offers: a life of goodness,

right decision making, and knowledge, that student is better prepared to participate in and
later transform the society around him or her as alumnus/a. The psalmist encourages the
singer to choose a life that will be creative in the diversity s/he meets along life’s journey.
Personally, I have found it interesting that our Catholic Heritage celebrated in the
Basilian motto has its roots in an ancient Jewish hymn. We do celebrate diversity.
No doubt Fr. Cavanaugh often meditated often upon the motto of his religious
community. It helped form him and the college community he helped form in over 50
years of service at the college. Always the dedicated professor, he spoke often of the
desire to keep alive and promote the rich heritage of Catholic studies and education. The
art and practice of living a good life that enriches many is deeply rooted and expressed in
the vast literature of a multi-cultural world. Philosophy, the queen of the arts and
sciences, reflects the thought that articulates ways of understanding many of life’s
mysteries. We still use the title Ph.D., Doctor of Philosophy, as a way to celebrate the
various academic disciplines that seek out those mysteries. History recounts and
interprets our common, yet diverse, journey through time and cultures. Languages
communicate not just ideas, but also the deepest urgings of the heart. Math and the other
sciences, natural and social, allow us to stand in wonder of the universe and study its
millions of voices that speak of an evolving creation. Our Catholic heritage utilizes the
arts and sciences to articulate a living (thus, changing) faith seeking solid reason and
understanding. Religious studies offer a systematic venue to study the theologies of
various religions and, in the spirit of ecumenism and interfaith experiences, seek ways
that can respectfully dialogue about differences. Rooted in the arts and sciences that
liberate us from ignorance, a diverse and pluralistic community like Saint John Fisher
College can and does create an atmosphere in which we openly encounter others and
promote the well being of all humankind.
To employ and promote the broad spectrum of what it means to be Catholic and
the college’s rich Catholic heritage is core to the mission of Saint John Fisher College
especially when it purports to serve as an agent of positive change within the varied
communities in which its graduates serve. However, the rich Catholic Heritage of Saint
John Fisher College is not restricted solely to the diverse academic programs or to its
Catholic name. It is the living spirit of that heritage that was rooted in the daily life and
inspiring death of Saint John Fisher: his care for those who were poor and
disenfranchised; the hospitality that he offered to guests at his table no matter their rank
or title; the willingness to encounter others who profess different beliefs with compassion
and openness; the gentle care the pastoral bishop showed those who disagreed with him.
The motto of the college, inherited from its founders, asks God to teach a gentle
goodness, right decision making, and a knowledge that informs by critical thinking. It is a
complete package: mind and heart.
Fr. John Cavanaugh established a Chair of Catholic Studies in memory of his
parents William and Helen Cavanaugh to celebrate and continue the intellectual
foundations for what Saint John Fisher College has stood for these 60 years. In 2008 the
goodness, discipline and knowledge of its patron, its founders, its alumni, and its present
community of scholars is still more than words; it is a way of life in the pursuit of Truth.

When Father Haffey later visited Queens College at Cambridge, he asked the
rector what advise would he give a young Saint John Fisher College. The rector replied:
The secret of excellence lies in the provision of an environment in which
people can truly learn, and above all, in which minds of excellence are laid
open to the young. By environment I mean not only books and buildings,
but
more important than all these….professors and students…. (Haffey, 79)
In the final pages of his memoirs of the founding of Saint John Fisher College, Fr.
Haffey
wrote of his wish.
I would single out the notion of compassion as the necessary
distinguishing
and continuing feature of the great college: compassion on the part of
administrators and teachers towards the students; compassion on the part
of
the students for each other. (Haffey, 74)
Saint John Fisher College has been, and continues to be, faithful to its Catholic
Heritage by its excellence and compassion.
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Student Poems

*** Time Will Tell

Time, effort, and stress to waste
Leaving behind a bitter taste
A forthcoming yet to be told
A hopeless future spent alone
With no idea of where to go
The nights pass fast, the days are slow
How long will I live this hell
Only passing time will tell
Overwhelmed with such frustration
Questioned with my own creation
Each breath is a gift of grace
Or a waste of life, a waste of space
Looking up into the sky
Weeping, sobbing asking why
Bruised and broken on my knees
Yet this is the best place to be
For during times of intense pain
Feelings of solitude and disdain
This is when we need to trust
He'll be our wings and fly for us

Karl Schiefer

See Me
Look me in the face.
Look at me today.
See how I’ve replaced
the mask of yesterday.
Look me in the eyes.
Look at me tomorrow.
Now you realize
all these masks are borrowed.
Look me in the heart.
Look at me now.
The mask set apart
my true Self I allow
To be seen as a whole.
My mind, my body, my soul.
Lynn Dillon

Such Little Hands
Such little hands
hold up the night.
Such little hands
guide the moonlight.
Such little hands
have the power to heal.
Such little hands
put up the shield.
Such little hands
warm up your heart.
Such little hands
pull you apart.
Such little hands
climb up so far.
Such little hands
throw you a star.
Look out your window
and see it pass by.
Use your little hands
and pluck at the sky.
Lynn Dillon

Perfection
This world expects perfection
And it’s what I strive to give,
Being faultless is impossible
Yet this life I try to live
If one day's without transgressions
Withal they demand more,
And if our weak flesh overtakes us
What are your good deeds for?
I’m only trying to live life
As “perfectly” as I can,
Yet perfection is impossible
There is no flawless man
And while devoting countless days
Cherishing the Lord,
One instance of a sinful nature
And perfection is no more
I try so desperately to live
A life to satisfy,
Those who question all I do
And say my life’s a lie
I'm not worth the ground I walk
Or this is what they say,
Alas, Jesus is perfect
He is the truth, the light, the way

Karl Schiefer

Faculty/Staff Flowers

An Offering
Trace the curve of the gibbous moon
Sip slowly a cold glass of water
Taste the first bite of autumn’s apples
Breathe deeply– the air of one breath
Enter the cathedral of forever woods
Kneel between rows of the garden’s raised beds
Smell the wet earth drifting toward sleep
Hold a hand that has been left empty
Look up to the sky and wonder
If this answers what you’re waiting for.

M.J.Iuppa

First appeared in The Wild Goose Poetry Review.

My Crimson Friend

Across the sea of brown –
- reeds faded by the turn of Fall;
Stands my friend.
Small in stature, relative to his brethren,
Yet large, and beautiful, in his diversity.
Alone amidst the crowd.
Whose journey, at springs awakening,
began as all the others.
Hard to distinguish at first glance.
Created to withstand the trials of time;
bending when oft the wind blows
standing strong when the season demands
Yet, in his silent maturity, unafraid
to turn at Autumn’s call
To be set apart
with clothes that shout, “Here I am!”
Daring, if not proud, to be different.
What wisdom age sometimes brings.
For some, it is destiny.
For my crimson friend it is but his nature.
Deacon Tom Jewell

The World Seen through the Lens of Faith
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Joan of Arc & Francis of Assisi: Some Parallels
Christina Regelsberger
St. Joan of Arc and St. Francis of Assisi were both individuals who were devoted
and passionate about their God. Despite the fact that they lived at different times in
history, both were revolutionaries in their own way. As such, these auspicious individuals
warrant the attention of people today. The biographies, writings, stained glass paintings
and prayers of these saints give us a small glimpse into their character.
In the biography of St. Joan, it is mentioned that certain prominent individuals
such as Robert de Baudricourt, commander of King Charles VII of France’s armies, did
not welcome her, her opinions and her accounts of visions from God. However, in the
face of adversity, St. Joan remained undeterred. Joan pursued what she believed to be
God’s purpose for her. Leading the French army into several battles, St. Joan proved her
worth to her king; most importantly, she stood true to what she believed even against
persecution. St. Francis was also not embraced for his thoughts when he became radical
in his faith. Pietro Bernardone of Assisi, Francis’ father, rejected Francis’ beliefs and
newly found devotion to God. This only encouraged Francis, who pursued the founding
of the Order of Friars Minor. Both St. Joan and St. Francis did the unexpected and were
revolutionary people in their respective eras.
In a letter, St. Francis writes, “…A man sins who wishes to receive more from his
neighbor than he himself is willing to give to God.” St. Francis realized not only the
importance of serving God, but the value of giving God all of oneself in obedience to

God. St. Francis claimed that individuals should be willing to fully commit themselves to
the service of others and thus the service of God. By doing so, individuals exemplify their
unconditional obedience to God. This theme is also reflected in what was said by Joan of
Arc: “Since God commanded it, it was necessary that I do it. Since God commanded it,
even if I had been a king’s daughter, I would have gone nevertheless.” St. Joan’s bold
claim evidences her devotion and unconditional obedience to her Heavenly King. St. Joan
does not consider obedience to God an option, but rather states that it is “necessary.” For
Joan God was to be obeyed no questions asked. Both St. Joan of Arc and St. Francis of
Assisi capture the essence of what it means to serve God wholeheartedly.
The stained glass windows portraying St. Francis of Assisi exude a peace and joy
of a divine nature. By holding a bird in his hand, Francis illustrates God’s love and
protection of all. This image emanates tranquility and the “peace of God that transcends
all understanding” spoken of in the Bible. In a stained glass portrayal of St. Joan of Arc,
she is depicted with a military standard in hand walking beside a small child. The military
standard illustrates the moral strength that Joan possessed. Upon looking at the small
child, individuals are filled with a peace that God will protect them just as St. Joan
sheltered the small child. This sense of peace and strength in God is similar to the image
portrayed in the stained glass window of St. Francis. Both saints are providing refuge for
others. This illustrates their trust in God that he will protect them.
Undoubtedly, the prayers to St. Francis and St. Joan are prayers for hope and
encouragement. The prayer of St. Francis reads, “Where there is doubt, faith; where there
is despair, hope.” Individuals ask St. Francis to help them have faith and hope when they
feel they cannot continue on. When praying this prayer, individuals speak of faith and

hope into their lives. The theme of faith and hope is likewise reflected in a prayer to St.
Joan for faith: “I pray that I may be as bold in my beliefs as you, St. Joan. I ask that you
ride alongside me in my own battles…Help me hold firm in my faith.” The prayer begs
St. Joan for faith in the personal battles a person may have to face. From the biography of
St. Joan, it is known that St. Joan sacrificed her life for her faith. She possessed a
courageous spirit and spiritual strength that individuals seek when they pray to her. When
one speaks and prays these prayers, one feels empowered and encouraged by the faith
and the hope expressed in the lives of St. Francis and St. Joan.
Although St. Francis and St. Joan lived very different lives, it is clear that they
had a common passion. Both individuals were revolutionary leaders. The legacy of these
saints transcends time and inspires individuals with boldness, courage, hope and faith. As
revolutionaries in their own time, St. Joan and St. Francis challenge individuals today to
believe in God unwaveringly and to stand firm in the faith.
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*** Jesus and the Children in the Gospels
Maryana Misula

A mother lovingly watches her 3 year old play in the warm sand of the beach. She
becomes absorbed in her daughter's pure enjoyment of the sunshine, her simple
understanding of the world around her, and her utmost delight in the sand flowing
between her fingers and toes. She wonders how she could become more like her little
child, careless and free. I have also pondered the virtue of being child-like, and have
thought about the words of Jesus regarding children. There are several portions of
Scripture in the Gospels that portray how Jesus views children. I would like to explore
them in more depth. I am interested in this topic because I am planning to be a pediatric
nurse and because I work with inner city children as a youth leader. I think there is
something about children that most adults admire, so hopefully I am not alone in my
quest to learn more about Jesus and children.
In an analytical paper, I would like to explore the several instances recorded in the
gospels where Jesus focused his teaching and ministry on little children. It amazes me
that this great Teacher, the Messiah, the One that people crowded to by the thousands to
hear, showed such respect for the children He encountered. I would like to analyze the
status of children in the Jewish culture in which Jesus taught, and the lessons that Jesus
taught regarding child-like qualities. My thesis is that the gospels present several
instances in which Jesus focuses on children and their unique characteristics to teach
adults a certain lesson.

I would like to focus my paper on the three specific portions of Scripture. The
first main point comes from Jesus' blessing of children in the gospel of Mark, chapter 10
verses 13-16. The second major area of study in the paper is from Jesus' invitation to
adults to become child-like in Matthew 18:1-6. The last point focuses on the famous
Sermon on the Mount found in Matthew chapters 5,6, and 7: I will explore how this
segment of Scripture relates to the qualities in children that Jesus admired.

1. Jesus Blessed the Little Children
In the gospel of Mark, we find an incredible account of Jesus' encounter with
children:
And they were bringing children to Him that He might touch them,
and the disciples rebuked them. But when Jesus saw it, He was indignant
and said to them, 'Let the little children come to Me; don't hinder them,
for to such belongs the kingdom of God. Truly I say to you, whoever
does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.' And
He took them in His arms and blessed them. (Mark 10.13-16 ).
The disciples were rebuking the children because they felt it was the right thing to do.
After all, children were considered to hold the lowest status in society in the ancient
world (Barton and Muddiman 907). Instead of conforming to this societal norm,
however, Jesus contradicted the disciples' expectations and became angry at his followers
for not allowing the children to come to Him. In commenting on this portion of Scripture,
Bruce writes, “ The disciples felt it to be an unwarrantable intrusion on their Master's
time to have children brought to Him to have Him touch them. Their rebuking those who
conducted them to Jesus for this purpose earned a rebuke from Jesus for themselves”
(1170). Not only were the disciples rebuked, but the Bible records that Jesus actually
became angry. “This is one of the few occasions where Mark records that Jesus was

indignant, and it is interesting to see the cause. We might have thought that other matters
were more important than the spiritual welfare of children, but Jesus valued them and
often uses children as examples for us” (Wenham et al. 966). Although His reaction is
surprising, it is also characteristic of Christ to defend those who could not defend
themselves, to lift up those who have been humbled by others.
Christ stated that the reason the children should be allowed to come to Him is
because the kingdom of God belongs to those who are like these kids. It is interesting to
analyze what characteristics are specific to that of children that made them a great
example for Jesus' listeners. “The Kingdom is for those who are like children in the
ancient world, i.e. the poor, the hungry, the dispossessed, those without rights and
without any esteem amongst their contemporaries” (Barton and Muddiman 907).
Children did not have money or own property so they would not be attached to it as the
young rich man in Matthew 19.21-22 who was saddened by the idea of selling his many
belongings for charity. “Jesus' meaning, probably, was that the kingdom of God belonged
to people who, though not literally children, were embued with such characteristics of
children as trust and receptiveness” (Bruce 1170). As adults, we are often the opposite,
we are fearful, distrusting, and unreceptive and teach our children to be the same.
Although it is prudent to teach children to be wise and discerning, Jesus, in this passage,
focused on the virtue of the trust and simplicity that allowed the childlike at heart to
receive the kingdom of God. As adults, we have learned that we must work for what we
own, and that without working, one does not get paid. Young children, on the other hand,
have not yet developed this concept for they are dependent on their parents for food,
shelter, and safety. “Followers of Jesus can only receive the kingdom i.e. accept God's

rule as King, if they too become like this: they too must recognize their radical
dependence on God for all they have and all they are and they must give up all claims to
rights over others in the world” (Barton and Muddiman 907). It is these attributes of
trust, dependence and simplicity that allow children to receive gifts without guilt or the
feeling of debt. In our culture, adults exchange gifts at holidays and it is unusual to buy a
gift for someone who will not buy a gift in return, while children receive freely, having
no means of buying a gift in return. “Children allow people to give them things apart
from any thought of merit or dessert on their part; and it is only by adopting such a
childlike attitude that people can appropriate the blessedness of the kingdom of
God”(Bruce 1170). In blessing the children, Christ was explaining to His listeners that
salvation cannot be received with the attitude of guilt and debt. How foolish that we think
we could repay God just as if an infant could repay its parent! Sermons are often
preached on the value of child like faith, and that is exactly what Jesus was alluding to in
this passage. Salvation is much too large of a gift we could ever repay; it is a gift to be
joyously received. “Perhaps this is why the word 'children' is sometimes used to mean
'simple believers' in the gospels” (Wenham et al. 966).

2. Jesus' Invitation to Become Like Children
Matthew records a dialog between Christ and His disciples regarding children:
At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who is the greatest
in the kingdom of heaven?” And calling to Him a child He put him in
the midst of them and said, “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become
like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles
himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever receives
one such child in My name receives Me” (18:3-5)

It is natural for us to wonder how valuable we are in a group. We are competitive in
nature, and want to be commended and praised as better than others. “Any human
society is concerned to establish a proper 'pecking order,' and the gospels record several
disputes among the disciples on this subject. Over against all conventional ideas of
importance Jesus offered the model of the little child (Wenham et al. 927). After the
disciples gave up family, jobs, and reputations to follow Christ, how could a child be of
greater status? “In a well-ordered society and family a little child, with all its faults, will
not be concerned with any scale of greatness” (Bruce 1138). On the scale of power and
influence, children are usually not considered on top. “The point is not that children are
self-consciously humble but they are, within society, without much status or position”
(Barton and Muddiman 867). The commentary by Wenham et al. also explains the
humility that is referred to in this passage, “ The point was not any supposedly childish
qualities of innocence or unselfishness but the status of the child at the bottom of the
pecking order, subject to grown up authority, dependent, and powerless” (927). Once
again, Jesus surprised the expectations of His disciples and put a child as an example in
the middle of the confused men who were seeking greatness. Repeatedly, Christ
considers the weak to be strong and humble to be powerful. “To accept this lowest rank
(humble himself) is to be great, and to treat the least prominent as the most important is
to echo the attitude of Jesus. Such an attitude is not natural; it involves a radical change”
(Wenham et al. 928). Those who desire to enter the kingdom of heaven must somehow
undertake this unnatural transformation. “One should become like little children, for only
by this will one enter the kingdom. One should humble oneself as a child, for in the
kingdom the humble will be great” (Barton and Muddiman 907). This humbling of

oneself is not an easy concept to grasp, and even a harder theme to put into practice.
Bruce puts it this way, “The sense [of the phrase] is not [that a man] humbles himself as
this little child humbles himself but humbles himself until he is like this little child”
(1139).
It is also interesting to look at this passage from another point of view, if even
possible a heavenly kind of a view. If we could pretend to think like God would, for just a
moment, it is interesting how different things become. It seems that looking at this
passage in that manner helps to reconcile the harshness of it. “God is so great, that any
differences of rank in His kingdom must pale into insignificance, when seen in His
light”(Bruce 1139). Indeed, when the greatness of God is considered, even the question in
Mark 18:1, “Who is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” becomes somewhat silly. “In
addition His scale of values is so different from man's that for Him the reception of a
child can be ranked as the reception of Jesus” (Bruce 1139). Matthew 18:5 reads,
“Whoever receives one such child in My name, receives Me,” and the gospel of Mark
records a very similar verse in chapter 9 verse 37, except that it adds “and whoever
receives Me, receives not Me, but Him who sent Me”. What an amazing thought, that we
could receive God Himself by welcoming a child!

3. The Sermon on the Mount
Although the Sermon on the Mount does not mention children directly, the two
points discussed above are not complete without an understanding of the teaching that
Jesus gives in Matthew 5-7. The sermon is long, but segments that apply most to a child-

like character are the ones that have to do with the beatitudes, prayer, possessions and
worry.
The beatitudes begin with, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:4 ). “Blessed are the poor in spirit means much the same
as 'blessed are the meek'” (Barton and Muddiman 853). Once again we see that those who
are humble are promised entrance into the kingdom of heaven which is contrary to our
normal human thinking. “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God” (Matthew
5:5). We see purity as yet another attribute in children, a virtue highly regarded in the
eyes of Christ. Bruce notes ,“The stress continues on character rather than works” (1124).
The beatitudes as a whole are thus summarized by Barton and Muddiman, “ Those who
are without power or status and who depend upon God will be given the kingdom of
heaven and inherit the earth when things are turned upside down at the last judgment
...those who are on top here are on the bottom there, and those who are on the bottom
here are on top there” (853). This heavenly order is what prompted Jesus to bless the
children in Mark 10 and to point out a child when asked who would be the greatest in
Matthew 18.
The passage on prayer included in the Sermon on the Mount portrays how
childlikeness is precious to God. Jesus encourages the people to not pray long,
complicated prayers, or to show off prayer in front of an audience but instead to “Go into
you room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who
is in secret will reward you” (Matthew 6:6). He encourages simplicity and the openness
that is found between a father and his child, as “Your Father knows what you need before
you ask Him” (Matthew 6:8). We must pray knowing that we are heard, as a child that

has the full ear of its loving father. “True prayer is not technique nor a performance, but a
relationship” (Wenham et al. 913). In the Lord's prayer, “a model of brevity,” recorded in
the following few verses, one particular passage jumps out as being child like (Barton
and Muddiman 856). “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our
daily bread” (Matthew 6.10-11). The first part of the passage implies surrender and
dependence, much like a child with a parent, knowing the parent is in charge and being
submissive to that authority. The second part implies the prayer for the basic needs, a
child-like prayer. The meaning of the word daily is uncertain, but according to Bruce, can
mean “daily ration,” or “bread for the immediate future” (1127). Prayer is also
mentioned later in the sermon, “ Ask and it will be given to you; search, and you will
find; knock, and the door will be opened to you”(Matthew 7:7). Persistence is a
characteristic seen in children who are not ashamed to continue asking until they receive
an answer. “Persistence in prayer (the imperatives are all in the present tense, which
suggests continuous asking, seeking and knocking, not just a single request) can expect
an answer not because of the technique used but because of the God who is being
addressed” (Wenham et al. 913).
The next passage of interest describes the importance of not becoming attached to
possessions. “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth where moth and rust
consume and where thieves break in a and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in
heaven...for where your treasure is there your heart will be also” (Matthew 19-21).
“Oriental treasure normally consisted of silver, gold, and also costly clothing” (Bruce
1128). These are all treasures children were not concerned with since they did not possess
anything. “To be primarily concerned with material possessions not only shows the

wrong perspective but is also foolish, since such possessions cannot last” (Wenham et al.
912). Jesus presented children as an example to adults because they were unattached to
materialistic possessions.
Lastly, the Sermon on the Mount describes the foolishness of worry. “Therefore I
tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about
your body, what you will wear” (Matthew 6.25). Perhaps this is why that mother was so
absorbed in her daughter's careless play on the beach. “What is forbidden here is worry,
not responsible provision for one's own and one's family needs” (Wenham et al. 913).
Young children are unconcerned with where their food comes from, as long as they eat,
or what they look like, as long as they are dressed. They are not anxious about things
because they know that they taken care of by their parents. “If you then, who are evil,
know how to give good gifts to you children, how much more will your Heavenly Father
give good things to those who ask Him!” (Matthew 7:11).
“If even human fathers, who are evil (a recognition of the essential sinfulness of
humanity), can be relied on to do what is best for their children, how much more can
God?” (Wenham et al. 913). In contract to adults, children are not afraid to ask for help.
They are unashamed of being needy, because they realize they are dependent fully on the
support their parents provide. “The basis of the disciple's confidence, in contrast with
anxiety of the pagans, lies in recognizing God as your heavenly Father. The proper
attitude then is to put God first and to trust him for our practical needs” (Wenham et al.
913).

Conclusion
In his ministry, as it is recorded in the NT, Christ has several great experiences
with children. It is amazing that He not only blessed them, He used them as an example
for adults who were desiring to enter the kingdom of heaven. How ironic that the lowest
subjects in a society would be honored with such respect, and even by Jesus Himself! I
thoroughly enjoy studying about the way that Christ overturned the traditional views of
the day and totally blew the minds of his listeners. I can only imagine the confusion of
the disciples as Jesus used a little kid in their midst as a description of who is the most
important in heaven, or the anger of the Pharisees at Jesus' words about the futility of
their religious prayers. Jesus blessed the children in Mark 10 not because of anything
they had done; not because they knew the Law or because they fasted and offered
sacrifices, but because of their simple hearts. What an example for us! We cannot enter
the kingdom of heaven without the simple faith that is pure and not complex in nature.
The elements that come so naturally to us, adults, such as worry and attachment to
possessions, are unnatural for little kids. It is a challenge to live out this sermon that Jesus
preached, but perhaps it is because we lack the characteristic of dependence that comes
so easy to children. In a culture that honors individuality and independence, it is so
difficult to humble ourselves to become like weak, dependent children, but it is with our
Heavenly Father's help that it can become possible.
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Social Psychology of Religion
Jessica. M. Gifford

John Polkinghorne’s description of God offers an insight into what supports his
belief in God. Each religion has a specific description of who God is understood to be.
Polkinghorne believes that God must have a purpose, and a mind with which to ponder
this purpose and make decisions. While we may not be clear on what this purpose is and
to what extent this mind reaches, Polkinghorne believes that the universe would not
otherwise exist without the presence of God. He does not explain why God’s presence is
veiled, but there has never been a case of anyone claiming to be the almighty creator and
proving it. Many religions teach that God is always with us, (in our hearts, in our minds,
in the flowers, etcetera,) and that we must have faith even though we cannot see or hear
him. Because of this “veiled presence,” he is worthy of worship. The idea of God fosters
hope among believers. Those who believe are comforted in knowing that this hidden
being has a plan for everyone, and while we might not know what that plan is, we have
faith that God will us pull through somehow.
In chapter two, of “The Sacred Depths of Nature,” Goodenough addresses the
issue of belief in God based on the idea that all the circumstances were too perfect for life
to develop that it must have been set into motion by God. She suggests that perhaps we
recognize what a miracle it is that the circumstances happened by chance and celebrate
other miracles of science. It is not the “higher power,” but emergence and evolution that
allow us to entertain the possibility of a higher power. I think that her point is one of the
most important ideas for anyone, religious or not, to consider. We obsess over the

existential condition and metaphysical questions so often that we often loose sight of the
beauty and wonder around us right here, right now. Let us stand humble in awe of the
sunset, of a new life being born, or of an incredible story about a dog rescuing a child.
Perhaps what we should worship is simply the miracle of our existence, rather than an
idea, which we cannot prove because we cannot see or hear it.
Many believe that a belief in God and engagement in a religious faith tradition are
linked with personal salvation. Christianity teaches that the road to salvation involves
living as Jesus would and repenting when one sins. God will forgive sinners if they
acknowledge their error, apologize for it, and ask for forgiveness from God. Many
religions also believe that anyone outside the faith tradition who does not convert will
suffer eternity in the depths of hell when their messiah returns. For me, this idea that
one’s destiny is at the hands of some God whom I have never met, seems like a pretty big
leap of faith. It also removes a large amount of accountability from the people. If people
can commit all kinds of criminal and moral wrongs then simply repent to buy their way
back into heaven, what is the point of investing anything more than an hour each week
during which to apologize for sins? Some people I have spoken with who are not
practitioners of a specific faith tradition are not worried that they are missing their own
personal salvation. Still others believe that the road to salvation is directly linked with
the path we follow on a daily basis.

If we practice positive thinking, treat others

respectfully, and lead our lives in a generally positive manner, then we bring about our
own salvation based on karma. However, karma is occasionally also a tough pill to
swallow when we examine horrors of the world such as poverty or abused children.
Where do these kinds of suffering fit into the karmic circle? How can one claim that an

abused child “brought it on himself?” I think that for those who believe in any kind of
personal salvation, faith and God play at least a minor if not major role. The idea of
salvation brings us comfort we do not believe we can find by ourselves. A “hope for
better things to come” is the foundation upon which many religious beliefs are based.
I am a firm believer in karma and reincarnation. However, I do not have a view
on whether the karma in this life affects your reincarnation in the next life, (suppose you
are a murderer in this life in the next life you might be reincarnated as a murder victim.)
I believe that my path to personal salvation is how I live my life here and now. Through
living peaceful, truthful, and temperate life now, I manifest a peaceful, truthful, and
temperate life full of love for the rest of my future here in this body.
If I were to become absolutely convinced that there is a God, I do not believe that
my relationship to material objects and people would change drastically or immediately.
I would wish to know what God’s expectations of me were and how I should go about
meeting those expectations. I think that if God were to convince me that he or she was
real, my relationship to material possessions and other people would change based on
what this God told me to do. If God asked me to pray, give up candy, or sing a song, I
would likely do so assuming these requests had some sort of reasoning behind them. I
think that if God were to ask his people to behave in a certain way, he would be expected
to explain his reasoning in some respect. However, I would have a very hard time if this
God were to dictate evil advocating ideas such as murder or suffering. As a generally
peaceful and loving person, I would find it hard to believe that “God were evil.” If
anything is possible, (even if it is not probable,) it is conceivable that God might not be
so nice after all.

As I am already a member of believers in evolution, my actions and thoughts
would not change if evolution were to be proven as fact. While I entertain the possibility
that there is some omnipotent being who may or may not have a hand in our lives and the
existence of the universe, I also find the scientific evidence for evolution believable and
rock solid. Both can exist, (at least in my mind,) because one does not necessarily
contradict the other. If there was a “big bang,” there must have been something before. I
find it conceivable that God caused the big bang and then sat back to watch the show.
While it seems a bit odd for God not to interfere, it is possible. Jerry Coyne makes a
good point in his discussion of the argument to include creationism in high school science
classes; “It makes as little sense to doubt the factuality of evolution as to doubt the
factuality of gravity,” (Coyne 5.)

While I have deep regard for the possibility of

anything, the overwhelming evidence for evolution is, well, overwhelming. The fact that
the idea is falsifiable, makes is a sound scientific theory. As Coyne points out, the term
“theory” does not imply guess, it is supported with vast amounts of reliable evidence.
If my beliefs in reincarnation were shattered by proof that dead is dead, I would
be okay with that. While I find the idea of reincarnation comforting, my spirits would not
be crushed if I were to learn I was mistaken. I think that I might take the death of my
close friends and family much harder than I do now. When I am occasionally saddened
over missing my greatest friend who was also my grandmother, I find I am comforted by
the idea that her spirit is always with me, smiling down on me, and that I may one day
have the chance to interact again with her spirit. I think that for many people, the idea of
a lingering spirit or the possibility of reuniting helps ease the pain of loss. I might also
strive harder to live my life in a positive manner so that I may leave a legacy of love,

peace, and tolerance to those who will remember me when I am gone. Reincarnation
offers the chance to fix in the next life what one might have screwed up in this one. If
there is no chance of making up for wrongs done or lost time, I think I would be
compelled to make more sacrifices in an effort to ease suffering and promote harmony
among the people who I interact with.
If I were to discover that the veiled presence did in fact exist but did not care and
paid no attention to our plight as humanity, I would initially feel somewhat disillusioned.
However, I do not believe that my actions would change given that I do not believe in a
single, Christian God now. As I said before, I am willing to entertain the possibility that
God is not loving, kind, or caring, however, I would indeed be disappointed if I were to
learn that God did exist but did not care. If God did exist but left the universe on
autopilot, I would not wrestle with the issue for long. I compare this idea of an uncaring
God to the omnipotent “Q” of the Star Trek series who shows up in both “ST: The Next
Generation,” and “ST: Voyager.” Q is an all powerful, omnipotent, non-corporeal being
who takes human form in order to interact with the captains and crew of the Enterprise
and Voyager. Q can do literally anything with the “snap of his fingers” or “twitch of his
nose,” including travel to the end of the universe, manifest starships into existence from
thin air, and even set up a scenario in which Captain Picard has the chance to change his
past and future on more than one occasion. If some being such as Q existed and claimed
to be God, there is no way we could deny this claim. It is possible that the omnipotent
creator we have named God has become bored with his simple and feeble creation in
comparison to the expanse of the universe. Who are we to think we are so special that we
deserve God’s attention and help? If he created us, he likely created others on other

planets in other galaxies far away. Perhaps another people have captured his attention in
a way that he deems more important. Maybe these other people have found a way to
move beyond their personal greed, have become enlightened, and have eradicated war
and disease by evolving into a peaceful race.
The belief in God, salvation, and reincarnation ease the pain of life as we know it
because it offers a reason to become more than we are. These ideas offer humanity
something for which to work. Our suffering might pay off if there is a God who will
reward us at the end. In many ways, this can help us feel as though our lives are worth
living. Humans look for ways to affirm that their lives have meaning and our actions are
meaningful. The existence of God offers someone for us to look up to, to strive to be,
one to look for answers from, one to ask forgiveness of. We are often our own harshest
critics. If there is a God, he might offer us guidance in order to change our ways. God’s
existence excuses us from the harsh task of judging ourselves.

Reincarnation and

salvation offer us a possibility for something greater still to come after death, and so the
pain of death is easier to cope with. While many wars have been fought in the name of
God, ultimately I believe that religion’s colorful and sometimes not so agreeable past is
for the greater good of those who truly follow the practices of the religious doctrines.
Extremists claiming to be Islamic fundamentalists acting in the name of Mohammed are
not in fact practicing the ways of Islam, which they claim is the basis for the horrific acts
they commit. Catholic priests who molest children are not representative of the Bible’s
teachings and messages. Sometimes the few bad sheep give a bad name to the whole
flock. Religion, when used in a positive manner, offers many things to groups of people
with common beliefs ranging from emotional and financial support, to mental health

services, a sense of community and belonging, and even new friends and romantic
partnerships. The teachings of Jesus do not need a religious context in order for one to
understand them. One needs only read the teachings of Jesus from a human perspective.
As humans, we are all connected whether we like it or not. Religion can divide, but its
greatest benefit is that it can also unite.

Alumni Corner

Alumni Advisors
Jodi Rowland Schott, Class of 2004
Youth Minister at Holy Trinity, Webster

Jonathan Schott, Class of 2002
Coordinator of Adult, Family, and Catechist Formation
Roman Catholic Diocese of Rochester

Contributions from the Department of Religious Studies Alumni

Pluriformity in Pauline Thought Regarding Financial Support From the Christian
Communities at Thessalonica and Corinth: A Reflection.
Jonathan Schott

There are many issues, sociological, theological, and anthropological that
surfaced in Paul’s compositions to the early Christian communities. Frequently, Paul
expressed pluriformity in the discussion of those issues. In other words, Paul often varied
his meaning in speaking about a particular issue.
The purpose of this brief reflection is to discuss the pluriformity of meaning
concerning Paul’s stance on financial support from the early Christian communities at
Thessalonica and Corinth and the purpose of that financial support. Specifically, I
propose that Paul understood the communities’ financial support as a necessity for the
early church faithful. However, I contend that Paul did not vision financial collection as a
“reward” or “salary” for his work as an apostle—in fact he vehemently denied that claim.
Rather, Paul understood the requirement of financial support specifically earmarked for
the church in Jerusalem, commissioned by the gathering known as “the Jerusalem
Conference” (Gal 2:10). We will rely on two scriptural texts to illustrate the variance of
presentation of the issue. We will examine 1 Thess 2:5-7 -- As you know and as God is our
witness, we never came with words of flattery or with a pretext for greed; nor did we seek praise from
mortals, whether from you or from others, though we might have made demands as apostles of Christ --

and 1 Cor 16:1-4 – Now concerning the collection for the saints: you should follow the directions I
gave to the churches of Galatia. On the first day of every week, each of you is to put aside and save
whatever extra you earn, so that collections need not be taken when I come. And when I arrive, I will send
any whom you approve with letters to take your gift to Jerusalem. If it seems advisable that I should go

also, they will accompany me -- to

illustrate Paul’s varying standpoints on financial support

from the early Christian churches.
In 1 Thess 2:5-7, a rather simple context of an oath presents the pretext for Paul’s
rejection of financial support as reward or payment for his services. Using the
phraseology “as God is our witness,” Paul defers his message to the highest authority to
not only authenticate the truth of the Gospel message, but also to authenticate that what
he is saying as an Apostle is in fact, truthful, ordained by his own commission in Christ.
The rhetoric of an oath is indicative of Paul’s belief that he and his companions had been
sent by God to proclaim the Gospel and thus the associated administrative tasks that
forthwith accompanied the Gospel message. Therefore, what follows in 2:5 rightly defers
to God’s authority in stating that Paul and his companions have not, nor have they ever
sought personal financial gain for their missionary work. Paul did not collect funds for
his missionary work; he collected funds specifically for the church in Jerusalem.
1 Thess 2:5-6 lays the framework for Paul’s understanding of his apostolic
administrative functionality that follows in 2:7 (. In 2:7 Paul states that by his
Apostolicity, he does and can have the authority to seek financial support from the church
in Thessalonica, but that his ministry took on a pastoral approach rather than
administrative.1 In other words, while issues like financial support were Paul’s right to
demand, he did not seek this from the Thessalonians. This presentation of financial
support is markedly different from another instance of Paul’s appeal for finances in 1 Cor
16:1-4, to which we now focus our attention.
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Cf. 1 Cor 9:4-15 for Paul’s insistence that financial compensation should not skew the validity of his
ministry.

The responsorial tone of 16:1 indicates that Paul is commenting on earlier
questions raised by the Corinthians. Paul’s deliberate and purposeful rhetoric regarding
the “collection for the saints” is indicative of Paul’s understanding of the goal of financial
support. In 16:1-4 specific directions, given also to other early church communities
(16:1), are made to ensure the growth of a financial package to be delivered to the church
at Jerusalem. Furthermore, reference again is given to Paul’s variance on the goal of
financial support in 16:3-4. As if to say “To be sure your gift goes to Jerusalem, you may
send someone with me.” These brief words are reflective of Paul’s insistence that the
value of his ministerial work, commissioned by Christ, should not be blurred by financial
worry.
Essentially, Paul is showing the wealthy church at Corinth that the fellowship and
stewardship of the community in their own assembly was to serve as a model to the
people and as a reminder of the goodness of Christ throughout the world, thus implying
that their financial support for Jerusalem might be a means to cross the divide between
the “Jewish” Christian church in Jerusalem and the “Gentile” Christian church
throughout Macedonia and Achaeia.
To conclude, one may infer that this bridge-building between the two
demographics through financial stewardship may have been one of Paul’s ultimate goals
for raising the collection. Paul could have been trying to demonstrate to both the
Macedonian and Achaeian churches and the church in Jerusalem that there was indeed no
longer “Jew and Greek” by appealing to the willingness of Christians to sacrificially offer
financial support to one another. This, however, raises many questions, such as why there
was only one line of financial support: into Jerusalem. Could Paul have possibly believed

that the Macedonian collection was a fee paid to the Jewish Christians on behalf of the
Gentile as an “acceptance tax?” How much of the collection was given to the poor? Why
do we not find any reference to the specifics of the collection in the Lucan account in
Acts? Was the collection mandated by the Jerusalem Conference as a sign of unity
amongst the early Christian communities? Or, did Paul simply wish to bring a large
collection to the church in Jerusalem to boast about his ability to evangelize? These brief
inquiries are just pieces of the larger puzzle that we must attempt to solve. However, we
can, and have shown that Paul demonstrated a clear pluriformity in regards to financial
support. Paul presented two clear varying stances on financial support from the early
Christian communities at Thessalonica and Corinth. Their money was not payment to
Paul and his companions for flattery or as a “salary.” Rather, it was a financial package to
be delivered to the “saints” in Jerusalem. Now, as scholars, our task is to dive deeper into
our own “theological coffers” to withdraw more scholarship on the subject of the
collection and the financial administration of the early Christian churches.

***
Note: all Scriptural texts are New Revised Standard Version.

The “Life and Miracles” of Fisher Alumnus…
Vincent Sandonato

October 2008
Good day to all!
I figured it was about time I checked in with my favorite religion professors from my last
three years of college and see how everything is going. You all probably are approaching
mid-semester soon and I cannot tell you how good it feels to not think about tests and
papers anymore. I do have some good news though. After a whole summer of
contemplating what I was going to do with my life, I finally landed an amazing job. I
work at a law firm, Pillar Processing LLC, out in Amherst, dealing mostly with
foreclosure and bankruptcy. Our clients, however, are not the mortgagers; instead the y
are the powerful banks (Fannie, Freddie, Wells Fargo, and basically anyone who has
made the news). I like to think of us as the criminal defense attorneys of the Real Estate
sector. This job is very interesting; I work in the judgments department where I am
responsible for all the paper work that goes to the attorneys and judges when they enter
court. I also send out all the case information to the defendants so they are prepared for
court. Overall, it’s a very repetitive type of work; what keeps it going is that every county
and every judge want something tweaked here and there or else they refuse the case in its
entirety. Right now we’re doing a huge “blitz” trying to get as many judgments as
possible sent to court before the banks get locked out. Because of this I have had to work
many hours of over time in the last few weeks. The job is on an entry level, pays about
$13/hr plus time and a half overtime, which requires an extra mandatory 4-8 hrs per
week.
I owe this job to all of you. My REST internship left a very solid impression on the
company and was a major reason for their offer of employment. I cannot begin to explain

the gratitude I have for all of you for finding that opportunity and allowing me to
participate in it. From the bottom of my heart, thank you! I have a feeling that the present
job will be a gateway to future job opportunities; for that I will always be appreciative to
you. Truly I can say that you made an impact on at least one student’s life.
I have also decided to go back to school this fall for a paralegal certification. It’s a six week course that began in September; it runs every Saturday and Sunday from 9 A.M to
2 P.M. I will soon be a paralegal. The class has been extremely informative; I loved it,
except for the early rising on the weekends. We did a lot of legal research and I became
very comfortable in the law library. Right now, I’m carrying an A in the class with only
one test to take. Hopefully this, along with my job, will be very helpful in my pursuit of
law school. I have not given up on that; it still remains to be a very strong desire of mine.
Hopefully, with a little more experience at work, my application will help offset my
LSATS which I plan on re-taking. Either way, I’m heading in a positive direction with
my only concern being that I may get trapped into staying in the Buffalo area.
Well, I hope all is well, spirits high, and your ‘favorite’ student not missed too much!
Thank you for everything! May God bless you all.
-- Vince

Brief Essay

*** Prize provided by

Response to “The Gospel of Mary”
Katie Kreutter

After reading the recovered excerpts from the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, I was
intrigued by several of the statements and ideas that the text presents. Even with my
limited knowledge of New Testament writings, I still recognized significant discrepancies
between the person and teachings of Jesus portrayed in this Gnostic gospel and the figure
of Jesus described in the traditional canonical gospels.
The original manuscript for this gospel was not completely intact upon its
discovery. As a result, a significant number of pages are missing, and, sadly, new
insights and information reflecting second and third century life in the Middle East have
been lost along with them. Despite its incomplete nature, there is still a considerable
amount of thought-provoking concepts introduced within the Gospel of Mary.
The first half of this gospel describes Jesus’ interaction with the apostles after his
resurrection. The Great Commission present in the New Testament where Jesus issued
the instruction to “go and make disciples of all the nations” by preaching the gospel is
still present, but within a context of extremely different circumstances. Prior to issuing
this statement, Jesus reveals the nature of sin to the apostles, stating that “There is no sin,
but it is [people] who make sin when [they] do the things that are like the nature of
adultery, which is called ‘sin.’” I found this to be a rather fascinating concept.
Throughout my lifetime, I have often wondered about the extent to which the story of the
Original Sin in the Garden of Eden should be interpreted literally. I have questioned
whether or not the concept of sin could still be valid without such a stringent definition. I
have even heard that free will itself is Original Sin in that all humans have been endowed
with the inherent capacity to make destructive decisions. Personally, I tend to view sin as
that which separates a person from God, or harms the well being of an individual or
others. It must be mentioned that I have no specific Biblical basis for this view, and it
could easily be discredited as it is only my opinion. Nevertheless, Jesus’ teaching on this
subject in the Gospel of Mary seems to support this thought, in that Jesus defines sin as a
label for the actions in which humans engage, rather than existing in and of itself.
The second half of this gospel could, arguably, be more controversial within
traditional Christian circles. In this portion, Jesus has already left the apostles, and Mary
Magdalene begins to share the details of a vision she has experienced in which Jesus
revealed the way for the human soul to reach eternal rest by a process of ascension
through the ruling powers of the world. Once this process has been completed, the
gospel declares that the soul resides eternally in a perpetual state of silence. This view
seems to contain many parallels to Eastern religions, especially Buddhism, where
followers are encouraged to reach nirvana, the ultimate state of being after one’s death
where a person is freed from the continuous cycle of reincarnation. This revelation
presented in the Gospel of Mary challenges traditional Christianity in many ways.
Besides that it seems to imply there is no Heaven, the fact that Jesus kept this
information hidden from the apostles and shared it only with Mary confronts the very
nature of the predominantly male-dominated view points within Christianity.
As with all Biblical texts, it is imperative that this gospel be examined within its

historical and cultural context. It is important to note that Gnostic gospels contain the
common theme of freeing oneself from the “material world.” Since they were written
hundreds of years after the four canonical gospels, a need for increased scrutiny in
determining their credibility could be warranted. However, my time as a student at
Fisher has taught me that writing can contain many valid truths without being factual or
historical.

PARENT AND CHILD

Carol Lowe Bennett
Daughter of
Barbara Lowe & Mark Bennett

A Scholar Divided, A Life Replete
Barbara Lowe, PhD

You are three. The echoes of splashing water and the melody of child-father play reach
me from down the hall. The bedtime routine begins. I am writing, absorbed (mostly) in
my work, finding inspiration in the insights that come from reflections on the day, a day
spent engaged in the mundane but rich experience of taking care of you, playing with
you, meeting your every need. Your laughs and giggles and statements of child wisdom
offer background music to my writing.

I hear the pitter-patter of your feet. You sneak away, evading your Dad’s efforts to clothe
you in moon and star pajamas. You come to me, all warm and new, eager for my
embrace, managing to wiggle your way onto my lap, between me and my work. Your
eyes seek me; your body hugs me, projecting what you take to be a right to be with me, to
have my presence with you as you negotiate the evening and process the events of the
day. I am divided, gratified yet overwhelmed by your need for me and only me, but also
pulled toward the creative outlet that my work provides.

I reach around you, kissing your head, shifting to see the screen and seeking out the
keyboard in order to finish one more sentence, one that I hope will capture my thoughts,
the insights reached only by pulling away and reflecting on the experience of parenting
and engaging in transactions with friends and loved ones. The words I write include
care, engagement, connection, priority of relationships, a need for presence, and,

moreover, a need to avoid being absent in one’s presence… The irony does not escape
me. I am amused and pause to be with you, truly with you. Your efforts are rewarded
and so am I.

My essay – unfinished, postponed until another day. Bedtime routine – complete, until
tomorrow. Life – in-process, and beautifully.

CATHOLIC GRAMMAR SCHOOL

Early in our daughter’s catholic grammar school career, one of her fellow first
graders very formally greeted her by smiling and saying “good morning, Ciara”. From
that moment on, my husband and I began to notice how our daughter and the other
children developed a special bond that was fostered by a very warm and nurturing
environment.
One day after our daughter was ill and was absent from school for two days, her
classmates asked her how she was feeling and said they had missed her. My husband and
I were impressed by the fact that a monthly award was given to two students from each
grade level for “exemplary attitude and behavior”. This honor is called the “Joseph Sarto
Student of the Month Award”. Nearly every child in the class received this award by the
end of the school year. The awards were presented at a monthly school assembly, which
seemed like a nice way of encouraging positive Christian behaviors at early age. Ciara
was always very proud and excited when she received this honor. As her parents, we
were very happy and proud that she exhibited these positive qualities.
It was a pleasure to watch our daughter grow into a considerate and kind young
girl during the years at her school.

Dr. Karen Reifenstein

From Our Guest Essayists

Always There
Todd and Stacie Plouffe

We live in a changing, complex world. We are a society that is on the go, a society that
thinks more is always better, one in which technology continues to evolve. We dine out
more; up to 50 percent of the money that we spend on food is spent dining out. Most
families don’t have the classic home cooked meal where all family members eat at the
same time. It seems like there is so much to do and so little time to do it.
One area that remains constant in our lives is church. I remember when I first met my
wife, over 14 years ago; we would always set Sunday mornings aside to go to Church,
and then spend time with family after church. That time together was precious family
time and remains so today.

During my wife Stacie’s first pregnancy, with our daughter Jacquelyn, I remember how
nervous she was. I remember her going to church and going to church often. She would
go at various times, 6am, 8pm, 11pm and pray. She was praying for a healthy baby. She
always mentioned that no matter how busy she was or when it was convenient for her that
church was “Always there” for her.
After our daughter, Jacquelyn was born we continued to attend church, now as a family.
We wanted to bring Jesus into Jacquelyn’s life at a young age. Although Jacquelyn was a
healthy baby, she did have a problem with ear infections. It seemed like just after one ear
infection was cleared up, another one would set in. In fact, Jacquelyn had over 30 ear
infections within her first 30 months; it doesn’t take a mathematician to figure out that
this is one per month. After seeing many sleepless nights and going for doctor’s visits,
we decided it was best to insert tubes into Jacquelyn’s ears. This is a very common
procedure that has a high success rate of reducing the amount ear infections that a child
has to endure. I remember the days leading up to the surgery, going to church and
praying with my wife hoping that everything would be ok. One night, while praying,
Jesus spoke back to us and told us that this wasn’t the right thing to do and that he would
cure the problem. The next morning we called the doctor and cancelled the surgery.
Jacquelyn hasn’t had an ear infection since that day.
On April 4, 2006 Stacie and I welcomed our second child Nicholas into the world.
Nicholas is the most loving child that any parent could ask for. He is full of energy, loves
to play all kinds of sports and will even watch a football or hockey game with his dad.
He also loves cars and Spiderman.
After Nicholas was born, we decided that it would be best for my wife to stop working
and stay home with the kids. It was always heart wrenching dropping Jacquelyn off at
7am to the local day care and not picking her up till 5:30pm. Just as Jesus has always
been there for us, we wanted to “always be there” for our children. We wanted to raise
our children, wanted to be there for their first steps, wanted to be there when they needed
a hug or to take care of them when they didn’t feel well.
As we did with Jacquelyn, we decided to bring Jesus into Nicholas’ life at an early age by
attending church every Sunday. Nicholas is very curious and aware of all that is
happening in church, in fact he is starting to recite several prayers.
My family is typical of most families, always on the go. Our kids are involved in many
activities. My wife and Jacquelyn are involved with the K4J group at Holy Spirit
Church. This group teaches values to children and teaches the fundamentals of the
Catholic faith. My wife taught Vacation Bible School this past summer and Jacquelyn
was a student at the school. The sparkle in Jacquelyn’s eye is enough to reassure me that
she knows that Jesus will “always be there” for her as he has been for us.

My wife and I bring Jesus into our lives on a daily basis and look to him for strength and
guidance. Just as we want to “always be there” for our children, we know that he is
“always there” for us. Whether it is a daily prayer or a special prayer in time of need,
Jesus is always listening and his door is always open. My wife and I ask for his wisdom
and guidance as we raise our children.
I thank Jesus daily for all the blessings he has given my family. He has provided me with
a wonderful life and an incredible family. We are all blessed and appreciate every day of
our life.

We would like to thank Todd and Stacie Plouffe was providing
Verbum with a Gift Certificate to:

FACULTY ESSAY

Historical Legacy of the Jesuits in China
Lawrence Fouraker, PhD
History Dept.

What is the meaning today of the missionary activities of the Society of Jesus in
China? The attempt by members of the Society of Jesus to convert Chinese to
Christianity from the late-16th to early-18th centuries was part of the Catholic
Reformation’s missionary expansion around the world. Was the Jesuit mission also part
and parcel of an expansionist Western imperialism, or did it rather reflect a humanistic
universalism?2 Obviously, there are some aspects of both, but on balance, the conversion
of Chinese in this era is stronger evidence of the universal appeal of the Christian
message.

Early Christians in China
The Jesuits were not the first Christians in China; foreign traders making their
way into China along the Silk Roads included some Christians perhaps as early as the 4th
century AD. Then, in 635 Alopen, leader of the Church of the East (the Syro-Oriental
Church, also known incorrectly as Nestorianism), arrived in China from the West. Within
a few years Alopen had written the first Christian book in Chinese, Xuting mishi suojing
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(Jesus Messiah Sutra), which stressed the universality of Christianity. 3 Alopen’s work
also emphasized the idea that Christianity did not go against loyalty to the emperor and
filial piety, but rather reinforced them. After the reigning emperor, Taizong, read
Alopen’s work, he came to tolerate if not endorse Christianity in China. The end of this
initial phase of Christian influence came during a general persecution of religion in the
late Tang (ca. 845). Christianity briefly re-entered China during the Yüan (Mongol)
Dynasty (1271-1368), in a Franciscan mission authorized by the Pope, the time of the
first Archbishop of Peking, John of Monte Corvino.

Enter the Jesuits
Surpassing all other early Christian influences in premodern China were the
Jesuits, members of the newly-organized Society of Jesus (begun by St. Ignatius of
Loyola under Pope Paul III in 1540). The initial Jesuit mission to China was St. Francis
Xavier’s ill-fated attempt to reach China in 1552, but the real formative period of the
Jesuit mission in China was in the last seventy-five years of the Ming Dynasty (13681644). The main Jesuit presence began with the Portuguese settlement of Macao in 1579
and ended with the faltering of the mission in the 1720s due to a combination of pressures
from Rome and Peking.
The history of the Jesuits’ mission in China is a dramatic story of a handful of
men—rarely more than twenty European priests and brothers in China at any one time.
Overcoming enormous cultural, linguistic, and physical challenges (half of the would-be

3

John W. Witek, SJ, “Christianity and China: Universal Teaching from the West,” in Stephen
Uhalley and Xiaoxin Wu, China and Christianity: Burdened Past, Hopeful Future (New York: M.E.
Sharpe, 2001), 13.

missionaries died on the trip to Asia), these dedicated members of the pan-European
Society of Jesus succeeded in converting more than 200,000 Chinese by 1700.
At the core of the Jesuits’ success was that they were learned men in the Christian
humanism tradition, which ultimately helped convince the Chinese of the worthiness of
their cause. The Jesuits were proselytizing in a proud and civilization, and their
renaissance humanism was an essential asset in winning over not only the educated elite
but ordinary Chinese as well.
Matteo Ricci and Accomodation
The most famous Jesuit in China was the Italian Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), who
arrived in 1588. After Ricci (known to most Chinese as Li Madou) finally made his way
to the capital, he concentrated on the establishment of good relations with the emperor
and his court. In 1598 he presented the emperor with Western gifts such as clocks and
maps, and offered his skills in astronomy, geography, calculus and mathematics. 4 The
court’s response was to have Ricci arrested for not having gone through proper channels.
But Ricci’s erudition and genuine interest in Chinese culture, combined with the Jesuits’
superior methods of predicting eclipses, techniques of making a telescope, and so on,
before long brought them favor in the courts of Ming emperors.
The Jesuit mission was from the outset a two-way street. European Jesuits
provided the first accurate information about China to the outside world. One scholar
considers the Jesuits to have been engaged in “proto-Sinology,” the ancestor of modern
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Western scholarship about things Chinese.5 For example, early Jesuits translated the
writings of Confucius into European languages for the first time. On the other side,
Jesuits provided curious Chinese with translations of Western scientific treatises, and star
charts and other astronomical knowledge.
Ricci and his followers did not neglect Christian teachings, but they were not at
first the central focus of their activities. Ricci himself wrote the catechism Tianzhu shiyi
(True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven) in 1603, a document that stuck to Catholic
theology but also accepted Chinese customs such as filial piety and respect for one’s
ancestors.
Winning Hearts and Minds
Less recognized than Mateo Ricci, but arguably more important in terms of the
overall mission were other Jesuits, such as two more Italians, Michele Ruggieri (15431607), who pioneered Chinese language study and Alessandro Valignano (1539-1606),
who devoted three decades in spreading the word outside the capital, converting many
more Chinese than Ricci.
The Jesuits who arrived in China did not have a special preparation tailored for
China, although they shared a common training as men of learning. Their nine-year
course of study imparted mastery of the natural sciences, skills of analysis,
argumentation, and teaching, and, of undeniable relevance for the Chinese mission,
language. In addition to fluency in Latin, all were skilled at some other foreign language,
such as Greek or Hebrew.
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Yet these Jesuits arrived in China with no real preparation for the challenge of
learning the fiendishly difficult Chinese language. From 1582 when Michele Ruggieri
began his attempt to learn Chinese it took six years to compile the first PortugueseChinese dictionary, and it was many more years before the Europeans began to master
the tone system and mutually incomprehensible regional dialects.
When it came to religious teaching, Ricci initially used a “passive” method, in
which elite Chinese interested in Western things visited Ricci’s residence to observe
Western curiosities and to learn indirectly about the faith. But by 1600 other Jesuits had
begun more active measures, in a dozen or more locations around the country. Niccolò
Longobardo, for instance, would arrive at a town, having given word in advance that “a
preacher from the distant West… would speak to them about religious matters.” 6 After
explaining the basic features of the religion, he introduced each of the Ten
Commandments, and unveiled a portrait of Jesus surrounded by candles and incense. For
those who were literate, Longobardo distributed simple pamphlets and taught them
lessons to impart to others. After confirming their adherence to these teachings, he
baptized the new faithful, left behind rosaries and medallions, and moved on to the next
village or town.
The indirect conversion of women and children (who did not attend the meetings)
sometimes played a key role in converting others. For example, in one village, Rodrigo
de Figueirdo reported that children learned the sign of the cross more readily than their
parents, and laughed at their parents while teaching them the proper movements. He was
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also delighted to report in one such rural setting that the parents then corrected children
who used a common Buddhist prayer, teaching them to say instead “Lord of Heaven help
me” (Tianzhu jiu wo). The children immediately began to repeat that preferred Jesuit
phrase.7

Chinese Confraternities
One important factor in the spread of Christianity was the Jesuits’ role in the
formation and operation of Catholic associations (hui) or confraternities. The
confraternities became a hybrid mixture of indigenous institutions and foreign ideology, a
clear example of the Jesuits’ cultural accommodation. Matteo Ricci helped set up the
earliest associations in the early 17th century, such as a Marian society established in
1609 (Shengmu hui, associations dedicated to Mary were the most common
confraternities). Although at first, these associations tended to include traditional Chinese
practices, such as banquets and collecting dues, both activities were curtailed under Jesuit
pressure to reform. These early groups would typically meet to kneel, make the sign of
the cross, and say an introductory prayer. Then, members recited nine sets of nine Ave
Marias and nine Paternosters. After another sign of the cross and reading of passages
from a holy book, the meeting was over. 8
Many confraternities were more Chinese in organization and style, even if their
members were Christian, such as those dedicated chiefly to charity. In addition to
providing food for the hungry, these charitable groups also helped the dead and dying.
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One such group, the Confraternity of Piety, made a point of attending burials, singing the
litanies and wearing mourning clothes. “In this way,” its founder noted in 1643, “the
relatives of the deceased, even if they are heathens, remain quiet, seeing how we
commemorate the dead, because until now they thought that we kicked them into the
grave without any ceremony, like dogs.”9
In addition to the role of confraternities, Church teachings were also transmitted
by a network of lay catechists who taught doctrine, provided oversight, maintained
sanctuaries, and at times preached. This organizational structure of the Jesuit mission
made it largely self-sustaining. Priests were essential (to offer Mass or hear confessions),
but not many of them. When the overworked Jesuits requested more priests in 1703, their
call was only for twenty-four more. 10

The Rites Controversy and the End of the Mission
The transition to the Qing (Manchu) Dynasty (1644-1911) did not initially
impinge upon the missionary activities of the Jesuits. Indeed, some Jesuits rose to new
influence in the Qing, such as the German Johann Adam Schall (1591-1666) who served
the first Qing emperor as Director of the Board of Astronomy. But Schall’s status clearly
depended upon the patronage of individual emperors, and following the death of the
Shunzhi emperor, he was arrested. Other Qing emperors were more favorable to
Christianity, especially Kangxi (r. 1661-1722). Flemish mathematician and astronomer
Ferdinand Verbiest (1623-1688) not only served Kangxi at court, but also became close
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friends with the powerful ruler. In addition to adjusting the Chinese calendar and advising
the emperor about astronomy, Verbiest involved himself in making aqueducts, steam
engines, and cannon.
As the 18th century began, though, the so-called Rites Controversy heated up.
Although it had its origins in the 1630s, the controversy had had little real impact in
China itself, as it was more a focus of discussion and argument in Europe. Indeed, the
Rites Controversy was part of a broader international debate over the acceptance of local
customs by Catholic missionaries. The controversy started when Mendicant missionaries
(Franciscan and Dominican) objected to certain rituals in China, particularly how Jesuit
missionaries seemingly participated in Chinese Confucian ceremonies and Chinese
converts continued to worship at ancestral altars. What the Jesuits had come to see as
political and social customs, the newly-arrived missionaries considered idolatry. Many
Jesuits felt the Spanish Mendicants misunderstood the nature of Chinese culture, whereas
the Mendicant friars, arriving in China from Mexico, and especially the Philippines, were
not inclined to make any concessions to local culture. Disputes between French and
Portuguese Jesuits back in Europe was another important part of the Controversy.
Most learned Jesuits chafed at the charge they had accommodated too much,
especially since these charges often came from recently-arrived missionaries with little
knowledge of or experience in China. Furthermore, Jesuits were far from permit ting their
converts to practice any local custom. They insisted upon monogamy, which cost them
many converts among the well-to-do, and were specific about acceptable language for
translating Christian terms. While it is true that they often had acquired a considerable
respect for Confucian teachings, their accomodationist approach was primarily

pragmatic, based on their conviction that it was the only possible strategy for widespread
conversion in China.
Things came to a head in 1704 when Pope Clement XI sided with the Dominicans
in the Rites Controversy, ruling against some key Jesuit policies such as tolerance of
Chinese rites and display of Jing Tian tablets in their churches. After some
misunderstanding (and perhaps delaying tactics), in 1715 the Pope reaffirmed his
intentions explicitly in the Papal bull Ex illa die that Chinese terms for God should not be
employed, and that Confucian rituals or ancestor worship must not be attended by
Chinese Christians.
The challenges the Jesuits faced from their own Church in the early 18 th century
were now joined by domestic crisis, as the new emperor Yongzheng decided in 1724 that
the best solution to the squabbles among Christian missionaries was to expel them all,
excepting those in service to the court. Chinese Christians were not in general subjected
to harsh persecution, and a few individual missionaries continued to operate
underground, but the Jesuit mission was essentially drawing to a close, as it could win
few new converts.
The methods of the Jesuits remained dubious until Pope Pius XII reversed the
Church’s stance with a statement in 1939 that Chinese customs were not superstitious but
an honorable way to respect one’s relatives, and permitted to Chinese Christians.11 Later
Popes have continued to soften the official stance on Matteo Ricci and the Jesuits’ stance
on Chinese rites. In 1959 Pope John XXIII decreed in his encyclical Princeps Pastorum
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that Ricci was a “famous missionary” whose contribution had been conversion of the
learned.12 Pope John Paul II recognized Matteo Ricci’s contributions in a speech in 2001,
calling him “a pioneer” and “a precious connecting link between West and East, between
European Renaissance culture and Chinese culture, and between the ancient and
magnificent Chinese civilization and the world of Europe.” Significantly, the Pope also
remarked that “his merit lay above all in the realm of inculturation,” seemingly offering
the final word on the Rites Controversy. 13

Conclusion: The Jesuit Legacy
The history of European Jesuit missionaries in establishing and maintaining a
missionary presence halfway around the world for a century-and-a-half has rightly been
praised as a cultural, as well as a religious, interaction. Christian missionaries renewed
their activities in modern China in the 19th century under the protection of Western
imperialism, opening a new phase in the history of Christianity in China. The activities of
Protestant missionaries exceeded those of Catholics, and some key leading thinkers and
political leaders converted.
After the Communist revolution of 1949, Christianity was very much a minority
religion, struggling under direct and indirect persecution until the reforms following the
death of Mao Zedong in 1976. In today’s China, the popularity of Christianity is growing
at a pace almost matching their economic expansion. The communist government
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recognizes four million Catholics and ten million Protestants, but reliable estimates of the
total number of Chinese Christians including members of thousands of underground
“house churches” are at least four times higher. (For example, estimates of the Catholics
directly loyal to Rome exceed twelve million, more than three times the four million
adherents of the government-sponsored Chinese Patriotic Catholic Association.) Some
observers estimate there are now more Christians in China than the sixty-six million
members of the Chinese Communist Party.
The growing popularity of Christianity in today’s China shares one key factor
with the mission of the Society of Jesus in the 17th century: it is based less on
“hegemony” or external pressure than on the voluntary conversion of Chinese. Both
periods thus confirm the extraordinary appeal of the Christian message, and that such a
message could (and can) be conveyed to many Chinese in all walks of life (including
those with limited literacy and no abilities in foreign languages) confirms the true
universality of Christianity. 14 The fate of Christianity in the period of Jesuit missionary
activity had many ups and downs. But when Kangxi issued his Edict of Toleration in
1692 it showed that even emperors could be convinced that the foreign faith did not
threaten the fabric of Chinese society. Christianity in China was perhaps one of the
earliest examples of “viral” phenomena in world history; as one study notes: “The
Christian message is dynamite material, whether one accepts it with faith or only has an
inkling of its enormous evocative power.”15

14

Father Witek quotes St. Paul, the founder of the Church: “There does not exist among you, Jew
or Greek, slave or freeman, male or female. All are one in Christ Jesus,” 11.
15

Stephen Uhalley, “Burdened Past, Hopeful Future,” Stephen Uhalley and Xiaoxin Wu, China
and Christianity: Burdened Past, Hopeful Future (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2001), 4.

